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Submission to the project

African Australians: A report on human rights and social inclusion issues.

This submission is made by Meredith Izon in her capacity as an adult volunteer on a recreational youth programme offered by the St Vincent de Paul Society in Hobart, Tasmania in 2007/2008.  It includes a commentary on the programme as a means for facilitating social inclusion of newly arrived humanitarian entrant youth.  It should also be noted that Meredith is currently a PhD candidate in the School of Sociology and Social Work at the University of Tasmania undertaking a PhD study provisionally titled Language, identity and social inclusion: A linguistic ethnography of African youth settlement in Tasmania. The youth programme discussed in this submission was a primary research site for Meredith’s study and a number of participants in the programme are also participants in her research project.  

Programme Summary

The Hand in Hand programme for young women was offered under the youth programme division of the St Vincent de Paul Society in Hobart, Tasmania between November 2007 and December 2008 and was funded by the Department of Immigration and Citizenship as a Living In Harmony Community Project.  The programme aimed to assist in the cultural adjustment and settlement of humanitarian entrants by bringing them together with locally born Tasmanian young women in a range of recreational, social and educational activities.  The St Vincent de Paul Society Youth Programme Coordinator was responsible for managing the programme activities and liaising with the funding body.  Eight adult female volunteers supervised the individual activities, at times with the Coordinator also present. 

Initial programme numbers were 22 participants, aged between 14 and 22 years old, 11 teens who arrived as humanitarian entrants, all from African backgrounds, and 11 Tasmanian born young women recruited from Vinnies Youth Volunteers, through schools and word of mouth.  The African Australian participants came from a variety of African backgrounds including Sudanese, (DRC) Congolese, Sierra Leonean and Ethiopian and had been Australian residents for between 3 months and 6 years at the start of the programme.  
Numbers fluctuated throughout the programme with extra participants joining during the year, including 3 other young African Australian women, 3 participants from Afghani backgrounds who had also arrived as humanitarian entrants, 2 Japanese exchange students and 3 Tasmanian born women.  Competing commitments, such as casual employment, school exams, and sporting, religious and recreational activities were some of the factors affecting regular attendance by some participants meaning individual programme activities often comprised a much smaller number of girls than the overall programme numbers.  Generally, however, there were approximately 12-14 participants in most activities.  

The range of activities in the Hand in Hand Programme was broad and included:

· Physical activities aimed at building personal development, self-esteem and greater social connection such as rafting, kayaking, bushwalking, mini-golf, ten-pin bowling and dance classes (salsa and Hip-Hop);

· Social activities aimed at developing social networks such as weekend and day trips, movie nights, cooking nights and formal dinners;
· Knowledge building and cultural activities such as guest talks by prominent local women including Aboriginal, sports, business and political leaders, visits to sites of historical and environmental significance in Tasmania, attending an AFL football game and library tours.

The most well attended activities included the weekend and day trips away and the 2 formal dinners at restaurants during the year, both of which were attended by all participants registered on the programme at the time.  

Evaluative Commentary

The purpose of this submission is to highlight a number of areas in which the Hand in Hand programme was successful in facilitating the social inclusion of the African Australian young women.  Firstly, it is evident through observation and by comments made by the programme participants, that the programme assisted the girls in expanding their social networks and developing stronger friendships, both between African Australian young women who previously did not know each other and between African Australian and locally born Tasmanian women.  Some participants commented that the social and recreational nature of the programme enabled these connections to develop in a way that they had not found possible in their school environments.  Some of the most popular activities nominated by participants included the movie nights and dinners in which the girls were simply able to ‘hang out’, spending relaxed informal time together and giving them the chance to chat and get to know each other.  The African Australian young women appeared to particularly benefit from deepening friendships with those who had shared similar experiences as refugees in Africa and as humanitarian entrants in Australia so in this sense it is possible that the programme provided a support network that was perhaps lacking for some participants due to the relatively small numbers of other young African-Australian women in their home and school networks in Tasmania.  The programme also provided a ‘girls only’ space which several participants stated that they particularly valued.

Involvement in the programme also brought the participants into close contact with people in the wider Tasmanian community they might not otherwise have had an opportunity to meet, such as the guest speakers with whom the girls took the opportunity to interact and ask questions.   This was also true for their involvement with community members they met during physical activities, excursions and other public events.  In addition they gained exposure to distinctively Australian activities such as Australian Rules Football, with one Congolese girl commenting that she now understands and continues to take an interest in the game, making it easier for her to participate in social activity around this sport.  Importantly, these activities also provided an opportunity for the wider community to engage with the African Australian participants both face to face and through the positive print and television media coverage that various activities attracted.  

In addition to the planned activities that were part of the initial funding application, the programme benefited from being flexible and able to provide the opportunity for some activities to occur that were suggested and planned by the participants.  One example of this was a dance concert choreographed and performed for family and friends by a small group of the African Australian girls together with two Japanese exchange students.   As with many of the activities on the programme, this was a relatively low cost activity, making use of publicly available spaces in local youth centres for practice, which in turn familiarized participants with a wider range of facilities and service providers available to them.  The young women involved demonstrated initiative, creativity and discipline in organizing and rehearsing their performance and the event itself was well attended and received by other programme participants, family and community members who made up the audience.  

Recommendations

The Hand in Hand programme was a new type of youth programme for the St Vincent de Paul Society in Tasmania that tried to bring together humanitarian entrant youth with locally born Tasmanian youth via a range of activities over a longer time frame of 12 months.  The irregularity and diversity of activities presented a number of planning challenges, including transport arrangements and maintaining effective communication with all participants and their families about upcoming events.   Recruitment of participants also perhaps needed to take greater account of the realistic availability of participants over such an extended period and to target those in age brackets where demands on their time would not be too much in competition with programme activities.   Future programmes modeled on this one would need to take into account some of these issues.  

Since the conclusion of the programme, many of the African Australian young women who were participants have commented on how much they enjoyed and gained from the programme and their desire for more programmes like this to be offered.  Some have even expressed a willingness to be involved as leaders if future programmes of this type were offered to others arriving as humanitarian entrants.  The outcomes discussed in this submission demonstrate that the Hand in Hand programme was successful in providing the young African Australian women who took part an informal social environment in which they were able to develop closer networks with other young women of various backgrounds and through their interactions, to develop their identities and feel socially included as contemporary Australian teenagers and young women.  For many, their involvement with the programme has also improved their confidence in operating within the community and a greater knowledge of material and human resources available to them in pursuing other goals important for their ongoing social inclusion such as higher education and employment.  

The challenges and successes of this youth programme delivered to young African Australian women and their Tasmanian born contemporaries show that flexible models of planning and funding are needed so that such programmes are able to be responsive to the needs and interests of participants during the life of the programme.  Programmes need to be funded on an ongoing rather than one-off basis in order to maintain service delivery for new arrivals and to provide continuity for participants who would benefit from longer-term initiatives.  This would also enable successive improvement of programme delivery and provide opportunities for programme participants to progress to leadership roles.  There is great diversity amongst African Australian youth and youth generally and the Hand in Hand programme is one of several youth programmes, both short and long term, that have been catering in different ways to this diversity of needs.  The participants’ endorsement of a girls-only programme for African Australian young women reinforces the fact that a one-size-fits-all approach is not desirable and that target group specific initiatives such as Hand in Hand are both valuable and necessary.  The Hand in Hand programme provides a successful and useful programme model for facilitating the social inclusion of African Australian youth that could be adapted for a range of settings.  Further information about the Hand in Hand programme can be obtained by contacting the St Vincent de Paul Society Tasmania Inc. 
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